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Abstract 
To progressively conserve historic cities for a sustainable future, recognizing and retaining all of the tangible and 
intangible social and cultural values is vital. Collective memory is a repository of culture and because of its social 
nature it can be used as a suitable driver of sustainable conservation in historic cities. This paper seeks to elucidate 
how collective memory can be developed in line with the notion of sustainability in urban conservation interventions. 
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1. Introduction 
 
     The sustainable conservation approach is not new and dates backs to pre-industrial era. Since the 
second half of twentieth century, conservation and sustainability have grown from an initial emphasis on 
the natural world and the legacy of the first Industrial Revolution to keynote international agendas and 
national programs aimed at combining economic development with social and environmental 
responsibility at the global through to local scale. [1]  
     The nature of sustainability is incorporating social, cultural, and economic dimensions as well as 
demonstrating strong interdependencies between environment and people. [2] Hence, sustainable urban 
conservation will have two sides: material/physical and immaterial/social. The focus of this paper is on 
the latter side, and the tool used to achieve it is the collective memory. Some of the reasons behind and 
advantages of benefiting from the social features underlying the collective memory will be described 
subsequently. 
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2. Sustainability and Urban Conservation 
     Although the bases of urban conservation and sustainable development are different, they share 
common view. [1] By definition, Conservation “is the action taken to prevent decay and manage change 
dynamically. It embraces all acts that prolong the life of our cultural and natural heritage” [3] and 
sustainable development is a “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. [4] This explanation of sustainable development is 
reflected in the aim of the conservation of cultural heritage, which is to pass on maximum significance to 
future generations. [5] Hence, sustainability, if taken in its broader definition, requires the present 
generation to be responsible against the future generations and be in charge of conserving the cultural and 
physical heritage. 
     Sustainability has three components: Environmental, social and economic [1], which can be achieved 
only if all these three aspects are taken into account together. The economic feature of sustainability in 
conservation has been emphasized by some authors [5, 6]. However, a more interesting approach is the 
application of the notion of sustainability to those features of the object that convert it into something 
valuable – to the object’s significance. [7] 
     Since the goal of sustainable urban conservation is to minimize the interventions made in the historical 
areas [1, 7] and improve values of cultural property [3], any conservation measure must also address the 
immaterial aspects of these areas in addition to their material aspects, in order to enhance sustainability in 
social terms. 
 
3.  Memory and Collective Memory 
     Memory is the mental capacity or faculty of retaining and reviving facts, events, impressions, etc., or 
of recalling or recognizing previous experiences. [8] Memories help us preserve past events. [9] When an 
event happens and some time elapses from it, what remains in our mind is the space of that event. It is 
memories that make our lives meaningful, and make the temporal and spatial dimensions of our lives 
directional. [10] 
     The memory may be either individual or collective. Collective memory is a series of events 
collectively remembered by a group of people who share it and involve themselves in shaping it. [11]The 
greater the number of the people remembering the event, the more the memory finds a collective feature. 
[12] Contemporary usages of the term collective memory are largely traceable to Emile Durkheim and to 
his student, Maurice Halbwachs, who published a landmark study on The Social Framework of Memory 
in 1925. [13]In his study, he focuses on the social nature of the memory and maintains that, since most of 
the memories of an individual have been shaped before others in a context of the social life and the people 
remember the events together, collective memory is a social. [14] 
 
4.  Collective Memory and Sustainable Urban Conservation 
      Historic cities have two essentially basic features: first, the environmental capital that is represented 
by their buildings and urban infrastructure; and second, the socio-cultural values that they signify and the 
role that these perform in defining sense of place, community belonging and social cohesion. [1] These 
physical and societal attributes are inseparable; thus, both tangible and intangible aspects of heritage 
should be paid attention to in conservation.  
      Conserving and revitalizing cultural and social values [15] as well as Creating physical and mental 
cohesion and integrity [1] are of great significance in sustainable conservation interventions in historical 
areas and utilizing the existing cultural, social, physical, spatial and aesthetical capacities and capabilities 
would expedite the achievement of sustainable urban development. 
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      Collective memory is an element that can be used as a driver to achieve these objectives. The social 
nature of collective memory reveals its dependence on urban spaces as a context for the events and 
incidents to happen. [8] Most of these collective memories have been incorporated in the social 
ceremonies and rituals, thus paying attention to them will inspire a lively spirit in the historic cities, and 
restores their urban identity, which in turn leads to the physical integrity of all parts of the city. 
      Collective memories are place-specific and their remembering and reproduction associates with the 
place where the events that form those memories have occurred. Sense of place might be personal, but it 
is the outcome of a collective perception, and therefore place can contribute greatly to the creation and 
retention of collective memories. [8]  
     Therefore, when a collective memory is valued, actually, it is the identity of the place which has been 
valued [16], and it enhances the people's attachment to it. In this way, there will be more public 
involvement in conservation measures as well as less abandonment and social vulnerability of historical 
areas. Consequently, there will be higher spatial quality of the environment and cultural and social values 
will be maintained in a better way. 
     However, if the collective memory of the inhabitants is ignored, the lures and facilities of the modern 
sections of the cities will attract them, and the area will run out of original population and its potential 
social and cultural capabilities, and will be replaced with a population of new inhabitants with no place 
attachment. One of the most important repercussions of this problem is the people's failure to involve in 
the conservation of the historical area that will eventually lead to the unsustainable immaterial and 
material structure of the whole city. 
     Thus, it can be emphasized that consideration of the collective memory contributes to the sustainable 
urban conservation and will highlight the social features of this sustainability. 
   
5. Conclusions 
    Given the points raised above, it can be mentioned that since achieving sustainable urban conservation 
necessitates minimum intervention, it is the immaterial interventions that should be focused on. 
Considering the social and cultural aspects, collective memory can emphasize on the social features of the 
notion of sustainability by consequences such as enhancement of the place attachment among the 
inhabitants. 
   Therefore, collective memory will become an agent for linking generations through which it is possible 
to give further importance to the place where the events are unfolded, and the past, present and future 
mental dimensions of the inhabitants of the historic cities are related. 
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